THE RISE OF THE NOBILITY
royal court, as they claimed was their right, but in a
court where they were judged by nobles, who ordered
three of them to be hanged and diree others imprisoned
for life. Sigismund the First was constrained to consent
to this course, though it was an abrogation of his otfn
prerogative as chief judge of the realm.
This constraint upon the kings of Poland was exercised
by the Polish nobles in virtue of the hold they possessed
upon the purse-strings of the country. The revenues of
Poland were derived from export and import duties, from
which the nobles, who were practically the only im-
porters and exporters, contrived exemption. There were
also taxes upon land, from which the clergy, who were
important landowners, were exempt. A hearth tax was
another source of State income, but at no time was the
revenue of the State in any way adequate to meet the
demands made upon it. As a consequence, the king who
wished, or was forced, to prosecute a foreign war
found himself dependent not only upon the personal
service of the nobles who constituted die army of
Poland, but upon their goodwill for money with which
to carry it on, This they only granted at the price of
some encroachment upon the royal prerogatives, or on
the rights and privileges of his humbler subjects. Another
alternative offered itself to the monarch; this was to
approach a single wealthy noble, or a family or group of
wealthy nobles, for the money which was so parsi-
moniously doled out by the Diets. This latter course was
not infrequently taken, with the inevitable result that
there grew out of the noble class an order of great nobles
who were rewarded by appointments as Senators, and
even such high state offices as Chancellorships. But, as
shall presently be seen, even the will of the pans, or great
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